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Abstract: 
 
Scholars have debated Pope Pius XII’s role in the Holocaust since the 1960s. Did he do 
everything he could and should have done to save Jews? His critics say no because of 
antisemitism rooted in the traditional Catholic views. His defenders say yes and deny that 
he was an antisemite. In my thesis, I shall assess the arguments on both sides in terms of 
the available evidence. I shall focus both on what Pius XII did do and what he did not do 
and on the degree to which he can be held responsible for the actions of low-level clergy. 
Some Catholic clergy helped Jews survive the Holocaust while others helped Nazis 
escape to South America after the defeat of the Third Reich. The very notion of 
“evidence” will be of central importance in my thesis. To what extent can we compare 
the use of evidence by scholars (especially historians) to the use of evidence by lawyers 
in a courtroom. Bearing in mind important differences, including higher burden of proof 
for court conviction, I shall construct my thesis in a trial format with arguments by the 
defense and prosecution. I shall show how facts can be interpreted very differently 
depending upon their context.  That said, I will argue that the evidence suggests that Pope 
Pius XII, while not “Hitler’s Pope” as John Cornwell alleged, did not do all he could have 
to save Jews and that antisemitism does appear to have been among the reasons for this.  
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Introduction 
Scholars have debated Pope Pius XII’s role in the Holocaust since the 1960s. Did 
he do everything he could and should have done to save Jews? His critics say no because 
of antisemitism rooted in the traditional Catholic view of the Jew. His defenders say yes 
and deny that he was an antisemite. In my thesis, I shall assess the arguments on both 
sides in terms of the available evidence. I shall focus both on what Pius XII did not do 
and on the degree to which he can be held responsible for the actions of lower-level 
clergy. Some Catholic clergy helped Jews survive the Holocaust while others helped 
Nazis escape to South America after the defeat of the Third Reich. After presenting both 
sides of the argument, I will conclude that Pope Pius XII, while not “Hitler’s Pope,” as 
John Cornwell alleged, did not do all he could have to save Jews. 
Christianity and the Jews: A Brief History 
Throughout history, Christians have faulted the Jews for the death of their 
messiah and they have persecuted Jews for almost two millennia because of it.1 It is hard 
to believe that Christians have persecuted Jews for most of their history since Christians 
preach about the importance of acceptance and forgiveness, and because the Christian 
messiah was a Jew himself. Hyam Maccoby writes “Jesus himself, and his earliest 
followers in the Jerusalem Church (so-called, for it was not really a church), had no 
notion of any antisemitic myth, for they were practicing Jews themselves, and were 
looking forward to a messianic age, or kingdom of God, in which the Jews would be the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1	  Geoffrey Wigoder, Jewish-Christian Relations since the Second World War. (Manchester and NY: 
Manchester University Press, 1988), 15-16. 	  
	   2 
honored priest-nation of the world, not cosmic villains.”2 Not only was the messiah of the 
Christian faith not an antisemite, he was himself Jewish—as were all of his earliest 
followers. Because of this, it might seem strange that the two religions would have such a 
gruesome history. However, there are many factors that have led to this abusive 
relationship. As time went on after the death of Jesus, the followers of Jesus distinguished 
themselves so much that today many people are often surprised to learn about the close 
ties between the Jewish and Christian religions. 
While there is no single reason for the virulent Christian hostility toward the Jew 
that has prevailed for the better part of two millennia, there are a number of convincing 
hypotheses as to what led to this hostility. Perhaps one of the most convincing is that of 
the Catholic theologian Rosemary Ruether. Hyam Maccoby writes: “The answer 
associated with Rosemary Ruether is that the antisemitism of the New Testament arose 
from the needs of Christian rivalry with Judaism. In order to cope with the continuing 
existence of Judaism as an independent religion not acknowledging Jesus as the Messiah, 
it was found necessary to denigrate Judaism and, consequently the Jews.”3 During the 
early days of the Christian Church it was crucial for the new religion to gain followers. 
While there is no easy way to do this, one of the most useful tactics is to explain the flaws 
in other existing religions. Some Jews believed that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah. 
However, there were still many more who did not. In hopes of gaining more followers, 
the new Christians began to focus on the perceived flaws of Judaism which led to the 
demonization of the Jewish people.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  2	  Hyam	  Maccoby,	  “The	  Origins	  of	  Anti-­‐Semitism,”	  in	  The Origins of the Holocaust : Christian 
Antisemitism, ed. Randolph L Braham, (Distributed by Columbia University Press, 1986), 2.	  3	  Ibid., 8-9.	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Hyam Maccoby, a notable scholar in the field of Jewish and Christian religious 
traditions, writes: 
… I would argue that there are three strands in Christian antisemitism: the first, 
derived from Gnosticism, provides the dualism by which Jews are regarded as the 
people of the Devil; the second, derived from Judaism, provides the concept of 
the Church as the vehicle of God’s promises moving through history from the 
Creation to the Last Days, and this brings Christianity into collision with the 
community of Israel from whom these claims are usurped; the third, and most 
important of all, is derived from the mystery-cults: the concept of the crucified 
God who saves the world from the consequences of its sins, and who needs the 
dark figure of the Sacred Executioner to accomplish his salvific death and to take 
upon himself the evil but necessary role of murderer, thus assuming the role of 
acolyte of Satan, the evil god.4  
  
Whatever the merits of Maccoby’s analysis, it is clear that Christians persecuted 
Jews for the better part of two millennia. In order to fully understand the antisemitism of 
the twentieth century, it is necessary to first take a brief look at the history of Jewish-
Christian relations and the roots of the anti-Jewish mindset in Christian teachings. Bishop 
Ambrose (c. 340-397) demonstrated the Catholic Church’s early antisemitism as he 
refused to recognize Jews as equal to Christians. In an epistle he asked, “Whom do [the 
Jews] have to avenge the synagogue? Christ whom they have killed, whom they have 
denied? Or will God the Father avenge them, whom they do not acknowledge as Father 
since they do not acknowledge the Son?”5 This shows that at this early time in Christian 
history, Jews were looked down upon and blamed for the death of Jesus. 
 Also at this time in the early history of the Christian Church, John Chrysostom (c. 
350-407), known as ‘the golden tongue’, was speaking out to large numbers of Christians 
about the threat of the Jews. At a time when Christianity was still building itself, it was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  4	  Ibid.,	  13-14.	  
5 Ambrose, in "Christian Persecution of Jews over the Centuries" by Gerard S. Sloyan. United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum. http://www.ushmm.org/m/pdfs/20070119-persecution.pdf, 5-6.  
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crucial for it to distinguish itself from other preexisting religions such as Judaism.  
Edward Kessler writes “Chrysostom’s main concern was that many Christians wanted to 
follow aspects of Jewish practice, were tolerant to those Christians who did so and failed 
to see a significant difference between Judaism and Christianity.”6 While his primary 
goal was to “win back Christians who had deserted the churches,” he did so in a way that 
disparaged the Jews.7 Chrysostom demonized the Jews and cited events such as the 
destruction of the Temple in 70 CE as proof of God’s wrath against them.8 His sermons 
were ruthless against the Jews and he condemned any Christians who associated with 
them.9 Gerard Sloyan cites a sermon in which Chrysostom stated “‘Not only the 
synagogue but also the souls of the Jews’ were the dwelling places of demons (Serm. 4). 
In the same discourse, he pleaded with Christians to rescue their fellow believers from 
the clutches of the Christ-killers (Christóktonon, possibly a word of his coinage).”10 By 
portraying Jews as “Christ-killers” Chrysostom found a way for Christians to justify 
persecuting the Jews. Such writings by Chrysostom and in particular the term “Christ-
killer” had a considerable impact on how Christians would view Jews throughout 
history.11  
 Augustine of Hippo (c. 354-430) further influenced this era of Christian relations 
with Jews. While he spoke strongly against the Jews in some regards, he also encouraged 
Christians to embrace them as well. Kessler explains: 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Edward Kessler, An Introduction to Jewish-Christian Relations. (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), 58. 
7 Ibid., 58-59. 
8 Ibid., 61. 
9 Ibid., 68.	  10	  Gerard S. Sloyan, "Christian Persecution of Jews over the Centuries." United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum. http://www.ushmm.org/m/pdfs/20070119-persecution.pdf, 5.  11	  Kessler, Introduction, 61. 
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In Contra Faustum Manichaeum, a polemic against the Manichean leader Faustus 
(c. 340-before 400), Augustine depicts Jews as children of Cain whose dispersion 
and woes were God’s punishment. Just as the blood of Abel called out to God 
from the earth, so did the blood of Christ; just as Cain was cursed but lived under 
divine protection, so did Jews- they served as witnesses to their own evil and to 
Christian truth. Even so, they were not to be harmed but preached to with love. 
Their blindness to the acceptance of Christ marked them as no longer the elect of 
God. Instead, the Church was the New Israel by adoption through Christ, while 
Jews served as ‘witnesses’ to the victory of the Church as the True Israel. God 
preserved them in their adversity to demonstrate the truth of the Old Testament as 
foretelling the coming of Christ.12  
 
Despite Augustine’s seemingly contradictory remarks towards the Jews, he encouraged 
Christians to include Jews in society but still demonstrated his obvious antisemitism.13 
 Centuries later, circumstances were no better for the Jews. For numerous political 
and religious reasons, the Church resolved that they ought to abolish anyone or anything 
that hindered their plan of returning to the Holy Land.14  In 1096 a Christian mob that 
participated in the so called People’s Crusade attacked many Jewish communities and 
killed thousands of Jews. This First Crusade was led by Pope Urban II and annihilated 
between 5,000 and 10,000 Jews.15 While the Jews were not the original targets of the 
Christian crusaders, they remained a constant enemy to many Christians. To explain why 
Jews were still targeted during the crusades, a notable scholar, Anna Sapir-Abulafia 
writes that:  
…crusading preaching, calling upon Christians to re-take the Holy Land and take 
vengeance on Muslims, easily spilled over into the desire to avenge the death of 
Jesus on those who were judged to be guilty of the crucifixion…In addition, the 
reality of crusading meant that large armies needed to get hold of provisions along 
the way. It is likely that crusaders felt it only right that Jews should in this way 
help finance the Crusades.16  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  12	  Ibid., 50-51.	  
13 Sloyan, “Christian Persecution of Jews," 5. 	  
14 Kessler, Introduction, 107. 
15 Ibid., 102. 
16 Ibid., 108-109.	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Christians had built up their hatred of Jews for centuries and the devastation of the 
crusades further demonstrated this.  
 Beginning in the thirteenth century, countries throughout Europe began expelling 
Jews. Such expulsions occurred first in France, then in England and Spain as well. In an 
attempt to understand the reasoning behind this, Sloyan states that “these moves appear to 
be based on religion but history has shown that all such expulsions and persecutions are 
dependent on other factors such as politics, xenophobia, and scapegoating. The unique 
factor was that the Christians arrived early at the erroneous conclusion that the Jews were 
being divinely punished for not having come over to their way of belief. Even when 
religious difference had little or nothing to do with specific Christian antagonisms to 
Jews, it could always be alleged as the root rationale for Christian behavior.”17 After 
centuries of discrimination, Christians continued to persecute the Jews. 
 Then beginning in 1478 were the persecutions of conversos by the Spanish 
Inquisition. Such conversos were Jews who had converted to Christianity. While Jews 
were not the original targets of the Inquisition, Jewish converts were highly distrusted 
within the Church. The Church was uneasy about the possibility that some Jews were not 
genuine in their conversions and this caused Christians to further target Jews.18 Kessler 
explains that the two greatest hardships faced by such conversos were the Inquisition and 
public opinion, which still discriminated against them. Many Christians felt threatened by 
the Jewish converts and this led to further prejudice: 
With all avenues of society open to the conversos by their baptism, many had then 
risen to positions of influence and importance in the law, the army, the civil 
service, and the Church. Some came, in a word, to dominate Spanish life, not only 
because of their skills but through intermarriage with the nobility. Meanwhile, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Sloyan, "Christian Persecution of Jews," 6. 
18 Kessler, Introduction, 118.	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many stayed in touch with Spain’s openly Jewish community which had lived at 
peace there for a thousand years. This made life hard for the latter because the 
resentment of the Spanish gentiles against the religiously intermediate population 
spilled over onto the Jews.19  
 
Both Jews and Jewish converts to Christianity fell victim to discrimination during the 
Inquisition. Christians were not only skeptical of the sincerity of the converts but also 
wary that practicing Jews might attempt to corrupt them by pushing the converts back 
towards Judaism.20 Overall, this was a very difficult time for Jews in the predominantly 
Christian Spain. In 1492 Ferdinand and Isabella, the rulers of Spain, expelled the Jews 
from Spain. 
 By the early sixteenth century, Christianity underwent a major reformation 
headed by Martin Luther. In what would become known as the Protestant Reformation, 
Luther challenged the authority of the Roman Catholic Church. While his attitude 
towards the Jews was initially positive, it soon changed and reflected the antisemitic 
mentality that was still pervasive in the Church. Sloyan depicts Martin Luther “in his 
early days naively imagining that the Jews, to whom he was attracted by his studies, 
would flock to the Church in his reformed version. When nothing of the sort happened, 
he denounced them in a set of pamphlets written in vituperative fury. He had produced 
the early, favorable ‘That Christ Was Born a Jew’ in 1523, but after he turned on this so-
called ‘damned, rejected race,’ he wrote Against the Sabbatarians (1538) and On the 
Jews and Their Lies (1543).”21  
In striking contrast to his work in 1523, Luther was openly hostile towards the 
Jews in his later work. For example in On the Jews and Their Lies, “he called for forcible 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Sloyan, "Christian Persecution of Jews," 9. 
20 Kessler, Introduction, 118. 
21 Sloyan, "Christian Persecution of Jews," 8. 
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conversions and advised rulers to confiscate rabbinical texts, forbid the rabbis to teach 
and burn synagogues along with Jews’ homes.”22  
 In 1648, hundreds of thousands of Jews were massacred in the Ukraine. This was 
the result of the conflict between the Ukrainian Cossacks and the Polish domination. Due 
to the size of Poland, the King divided state duties and put an independent council in 
charge of the Jews. Some Jews were able to rise through the ranks to administrative 
positions and were later targeted because of it. Sloyan writes: 
Poland was a very large territory in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The King placed the 
total administration of the Jewish population in the hands of a Council that was, in effect, an 
independent state. Under this arrangement the Jews managed their own fiscal affairs. A rebellion 
in 1648 of the Ukrainian Cossacks--Orthodox rather than Catholic in religion--against the Polish 
hegemony included among its targets those Jews who acted as the regimes administrators, chiefly 
of finance. The revolt went on for three years and included successive massacres on an 
unprecedented scale. Poles and Jews alike were slaughtered. Of the latter, an estimated more than 
200,000 were murdered.23 
 
Christians were often unwilling to allow Jews or even Jewish converts to have an equal 
place to Christians in society. This theme would continue far into the twentieth century. 
While originally Catholics may have blamed Jews for the death of Jesus, in the 
twentieth century the subject of criticism had changed dramatically. Susan Zuccotti states 
“Instead, the charges are political, social, and economic. Jews are deeply involved in, if 
not solely responsible for, all the major challenges to traditional society: atheism, 
rationalism, Liberalism, democracy, constitutionalism, capitalist exploitation, excessive 
nationalism, Socialism, Communism, and revolution”. The notion that Jews were 
responsible for all these changes is of course absurd. The fact remains that when a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Kessler, Introduction, 120. 
23 Sloyan, "Christian Persecution of Jews," 9.  
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scapegoat was needed to explain the new challenges facing the Church, that Jews were 
among the first selected.24   
By the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, newspapers such as the Vatican 
newspaper La Civiltà Cattolica, became central in shaping public opinion. This particular 
paper was highly regarded as it became the voice of the Vatican and was understood to 
reflect the official opinions of the Pope himself.25 Therefore, when highly antisemitic 
messages were spread through this newspaper it legitimated discrimination against Jews 
by Catholics. One of the Civiltà cattolica’s founders, Father Oreglia, became a prominent 
writer for the journal. In his many articles, he wrote of the danger that Jews posed to the 
Catholic Church. In one such article he wrote “‘The Jews-eternal insolent children, 
obstinate, dirty, thieves, liars, ignoramuses, pests and the scourge of those near and far-
…immediately abused (their newfound freedom) to interfere with that of others. They 
managed to lay their hands on…all public wealth…and virtually alone they took control 
not only of all the money…but of the law itself in those countries where thy have been 
allowed to hold public offices”. He then went on to declare that any Jews who claimed 
that they were being persecuted would be seen as an immediate enemy “to Christianity 
and to society in general”.26 
In these early articles, Oreglia described the Jews as power-hungry perils to the 
Church and society in general. He warned that Jews belonged to a separate race from 
birth and that they continued to be a menace even if they denounced Judaism. In his eyes, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Susan Zuccotti, Under His Very Windows: The Vatican and the Holocaust in Italy. (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2000),Ibid., 14-15. 
25 David I. Kertzer, The Popes against the Jews: The Vatican's Role in the Rise of Modern Antisemitism. 
(New York: Knopf, 2001), 135. 
26 Ibid., 136-137. 
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Jewish converts were insincere and incredibly dangerous to Christians.27 However, he 
also encouraged Christians to find it in their hearts to love the Jews but warned them to 
still be wary of the innate evil of the Jews.28 
These themes in Civiltà Cattolica depicting Jews as a threat to Christianity 
continued into the 1930s. Through the journal, the Vatican emphasized the idea that 
“Jews were secretly conspiring to achieve world domination”.29 In addition, Jews were 
accused of countless crimes ranging from bank fraud to murder. Articles depicted Jews as 
vengeful against the Christians and further emphasized Christian distrust of them.30 Such 
rhetoric was similar to the antisemitic rhetoric of Nazism.31  
Mussolini, the Nazis and the Church in Italy 
When Mussolini came to power in Italy in 1922, he made a number of 
concessions to win the support of the Catholic Church. These included adding a crucifix 
to each law court and restoring the large cross in the Coliseum and a crucifix in each 
courtroom. While at first such agreements seemed appealing, they soon came at a price. 
This time the price was that the Catholic Church had to remain silent, for example, when 
the heroic priest, Giovanni Minzoni, the recipient of a silver medal of valor from the First 
World War, was beaten and killed by two Fascist thugs. He was murdered for speaking 
out against Fascism and was not silenced by the bribes and threats of Mussolini as was 
the Vatican.32  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Ibid., 137. 
28 Ibid., 138. 
29 Ibid., 138. 
30 Ibid., 144-145. 
31 Ibid., 138.	  
32 Ibid., 18.	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In 1929, Mussolini’s government and the Vatican, led by Pope Pius XI, signed the 
Lateran Accords. This recognized the Vatican’s independence from Italy 59 years after 
Italian troops had entered Rome. According to the treaty, “the Italian government defined 
Roman Catholicism as the official religion of the nation. It agreed to recognize and 
register all marriages performed in accordance with canon law, grant freedom to Catholic 
Action as long as it refrained from political involvement, and make religious education 
compulsory for Catholic pupils in the public primary and secondary schools”. However, 
such benefits to the Church came at a price as it “agreed that groups identified with 
Catholic Action would not engage in politics. It promised, finally, to remain neutral in 
international conflicts”. The Lateran Accords were signed on February 11, 1929, just four 
years before Hitler would rise to power.33   
While there were still many issues between Italy and the Holy See even after the 
Lateran Accords were signed, Pius XI did not hesitate to sign another treaty with a far 
more ominous partner, the Third Reich. On July 20, 1933 the Holy See signed a 
concordat with the Third Reich. The agreement stated:  
His Holiness Pope Pius XI and the President of the German Reich, moved by a 
common desire to consolidate and enhance the friendly relations existing between 
the Holy See and the German Reich, wish to regulate the relations between the 
Catholic Church and the State for the whole territory of the German Reich in a 
permanent manner and on a basis acceptable to both parties. They have decided to 
conclude a solemn agreement, which will supplement the Concordats already 
concluded with certain individual German states, and will ensure for the 
remaining States fundamentally uniform treatment of their respective problems.34  
 
After the Nazis unsurprisingly did not abide by the terms of the 1933 Concordat, 
papal encyclicals written by Pius XI began to circulate attacking Hitler. In one such 	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34 Kevin Knight, "Concordat Between the Holy See and the German Reich." New Advent. Last modified 
2007. http://www.newadvent.org/library/docs_ss33co.htm.	  
	   12 
encyclical, Mit brennender Sorge, from March 14, 1937, Pius XI stated, “Should any man 
dare, in sacrilegious disregard of the essential differences between God and His creature, 
between the God-man and the children of man, to place a mortal, were he the greatest of 
all times, by the side of, or over, or against, Christ, he would deserve to be called prophet 
of nothingness.”35 At a time when Hitler was so powerful, this was a bold stance for the 
Church to take against him. It demonstrated that the Church was ready to stand up to the 
Nazis. This is significant since supporters of the Church have attempted to justify its 
silence during the Holocaust by arguing that it feared any criticism against Hitler would 
result in Nazi retaliation. However, this encyclical demonstrates that the Church was 
willing to criticize Hitler. The Church simply chose not to stand up against Hitler in 
regards to the mass murder of Jews. 
In addition, the Church spent almost all of its energy focusing on the interests of 
Catholics in Mit brennender Sorge. There were only two exceptions to this where Pius XI 
made mention to the horrendous atrocities that were taking place against the Jews. This 
encyclical does criticize the Nazi emphasis on race: 
Whoever exalts race, or the people, or the State, or a particular form of State or 
the depositories of power, or any other fundamental value of the human 
community- however necessary and honorable be their function in worldly things- 
whoever raises these notions above their standard value and divinizes them to an 
idolatrous level, distorts and perverts an order of the world planned and created by 
God…36   
 
However there is no specific mention to the Jews or to the Nazis that persecuted them. 
Overall, the Church demonstrated that it was sometimes not afraid to criticize the 
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powerful Nazis where Catholic rights were concerned, but that it would do very little to 
help Jews when they faced far more devastating circumstances.    
Nazi Racial Theories 
When the Nazis came to power in 1933, they believed that Jews were naturally 
“inferior” to other Germans. Not only were Jews considered racially inferior, they were 
also seen as a major threat to Germany. The Nazis insisted that their policies against the 
Jews “did not violate the tenets of Christian faith and morality”.37 The Nazis were almost 
successful in completely eliminating the Jewish population of Europe. “The crime of 
being a Jew was so great, that every single one had to be put to death – the men, the 
women, the children; the committed, the disinterested, the apostates; the healthy and 
creative, the sickly and the lazy – all were meant to suffer and die, with no reprieve, no 
hope, no possible amnesty, nor chance for alleviation.”38 When the Nazis came to power 
in Germany in 1933, there were over nine million Jews living in Europe. However, by 
1945 almost six million of these Jews had been murdered. The Nazis were thus 
responsible for killing roughly two thirds of the European Jews. In addition to targeting 
the Jews, Nazis also targeted other groups that they deemed inferior, such as gypsies, the 
mentally or physically disabled, Slavic peoples, Communists, Socialists, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, homosexuals and any other group that was seen as a potential threat to the 
Aryan race.39   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  37	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(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999), 4. 
38 	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Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority, Holocaust History, http://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/holocaust/about/01/antisemitism.asp. 
39 “Introduction to the Holocaust,” Last modified June 10, 2013, United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum, http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005143. 
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 The Nazi hatred of the Jews had its roots in centuries of antisemitism in Europe. 
However, the Nazis were more focused on racial antisemitism than  had been the case in 
the past. Racial theories explaining Jews as biologically different from other Germans 
were spread throughout Europe during the nineteenth century. These theories were taken 
to another level by Adolf Hitler and the Nazis who used them as a political tool to blame 
the Jews for problems in Germany. To Hitler, the Jews were a monstrous threat to 
Germans: 
The new racial outlook defined the German people as the finest and purest branch 
of the Aryan-Nordic race (along with the Nordic-Scandinavian peoples) and 
labeled Jews as a subhuman race that strove to challenge the “correct” world 
order and deprive the “supreme race” of its position of dominance and leadership. 
Unless the “Aryan” race won the struggle and established its dominion, Jews 
would bring about the extermination of the human race.40 
 
Discriminating against the Jews and forcing them to convert to Christianity was no longer 
sufficient according to Hitler. The Catholic Church maintained, in principle at least, that 
Jewish converts to Catholicism should be accepted as Catholics. But for the Nazis, 
baptism changed nothing. A Jew remained a Jew regardless of conversion. And the Nazis 
sought to kill all Jews , even those the Catholic Church considered Catholics.  
 To Hitler and the Nazis, the biological and racial differences of the Jews made 
them less than human. Because of this, the Nazis were able to justify the murder of nearly 
6 million Jews: 
The Nazis were explicit about the status of their victims. They were 
Untermenschen—subhumans—and as such were excluded from the system of 
moral rights and obligations that bind humankind together. It’s wrong to kill a 
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person, but permissible to exterminate a rat. To the Nazis, all the Jews, Gypsies, 
and the others were rats: dangerous, disease-carrying rats.41 
Mussolini’s Anti-Jewish Laws of 1938  
In September 1938, the Italian government issued a decree entitled “Provisions 
for the defense of the race in the Fascist school.” It forbade Jewish children from 
attending public schools and dismissed all Jewish teachers from work in public schools. 
A few days later, it was decreed that only Jews who were legal citizens could maintain 
residence in Italy. In addition, any citizenship granted to Jews after January 1, 1919 was 
declared invalid and such Jews were forced to leave the country within six months or face 
expulsion. Not only did these laws force many Jews out of their schools and homes, they 
also defined Jews in a way that would cause for further discrimination. People were 
considered Jews if they had “’two parents of the Jewish race,’ regardless of their religion. 
Thus, children of two converts were affected, although the offspring of mixed marriages 
were not.” These Anti-Jewish laws were followed in October by the decree entitled 
“Declaration on Race”. This prohibited marriages between “Italian ‘Aryans’ and other 
races”. Also included in this decree were further definitions of “Jewishness” and a list of 
further restrictions for Jews that would soon be drafted into law.42   
In November, “The Laws for the Defense of the Race” approved by the 
government were published. These laws forbade Italian citizens to marry anyone from the 
“Hamitic, Semitic, or non-Aryan races.” They went into great detail defining the Jewish 
race and who would be exempt from the discriminatory laws. These laws dismissed all 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  41	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York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2012),15. 	  42	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Jews from employment in public positions, forbade foreign Jews from settling in Italy, 
and forbade Jews from working or studying in public schools.43 In addition, these laws 
prohibited Jews from owning property of a certain value. These laws were obviously 
devastating to Jews all over Italy.44  
On September 5, 1938, as the first of these anti-Jewish laws were decreed by the 
Italian government, the Vatican spoke out in strong opposition to them. Pius XI spoke to 
a group of Belgians stating “Anti Semitism is not compatible with the thinking and the 
sublime reality that are expressed in this text. It is a hateful movement that we cannot, we 
Christians, take any part in…Anti-Semitism is inadmissible. We are all spiritually 
Semites.” While this declaration was very moving, it was out of character for Pius XI and 
unlike any of his previous statements.  It was also slow to receive attention in Italy as it 
was never published in any official papal documents or reported in the Vatican 
newspaper. 45 Earlier that year, similar antisemitic laws were passed in Hungary. Cardinal 
Pacelli, the future Pius XII, suggested that “Jews were getting their just deserts.”46 This 
reaction by Pacelli, just a few months before Pius XI spoke out, shows the views more 
characteristic of the Church towards Jews at this time.  
In addition, even when Pius XI did speak out in the fall of 1938, he was mainly 
concerned with laws against interracial marriage and converts to Catholicism. The 
Vatican strongly spoke out against part of the decree that would prohibit marriages 
between Catholics and Jewish converts. The Church saw it as a direct violation of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  43	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  44	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Lateran Accords which “guaranteed that, with a few exceptions, all marriages performed 
by the Church would be registered and considered valid by the civil authorities.” Since 
under Church law, such marriages between a Catholic and a converted Jew were 
permitted, these new laws were infringing upon the Church’s rights under the religious 
concordat.47 Fear for the longevity of the treaty between Italy and the Holy See was likely 
the true cause for Pius XI’s September 1938 statements rather than a sudden concern for 
Jews.  
According to the papal nuncio to Italy, Borgongini Duca, the Church was very 
concerned with making sure that “converts to Catholicism not be confused with the 
Jews”. While the Church demonstrated tremendous outrage at those portions of the 1938 
laws that concerned Jewish converts to Catholicism, it remained silent concerning Jews 
who had not converted to Catholicism. In fact, the Italian ambassador to the Holy See 
reported in October 1938 that “the recent deliberations of the Grand Council [approving 
the Declaration on Race] have not found, overall, an unfavorable welcome at the 
Vatican.”48 From the concerns that the Church voiced over these laws, it is clear that they 
were not primarily concerned with the mistreatment of the Jews but rather how these laws 
would impact the Church. 
Pius XII: Early Life and Relationship with the Jewish Community 
While Pope Pius XII, likely believed in many of the Christian beliefs about love 
and forgiveness, it is also likely that he was just as susceptible to prejudice as his 
predecessors undoubtedly were. His critics argue that he was heavily influenced by the 
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Catholic Church’s long history of antisemitism throughout his lifetime, from 1876 to 
1958. His supporters, however, defend Pius XII by arguing that while the Church had a 
horrible history concerning the Jewish people, Pius XII shared no feelings of 
antisemitism with the popes of the past.  
Pope Pius XII was born on March 2, 1876 as Eugenio Maria Giuseppe Pacelli. In 
1899, he was ordained a priest and in 1901, he began working at the Vatican Secretariat 
of State.49 Sixteen years later, in 1917, Pope Benedict XV sent Pacelli to Munich to serve 
as apostolic nuncio (the Vatican’s ambassador) to Bavaria. He  alsoHe also became the 
titular archbishop of Sardis.50 In Munich, during World War I, Pacelli was “directly 
involved in sending out feelers about peace.”51 Pacelli became the apostolic 
nunciotonuncio to the new German Weimar Republic in 1920 and he remained in 
Germany until 1929.52 . During his work in Germany, he became very fond of the country 
and its people, which likely had an impact on his relationship with Germany during 
World War II.   
After his extensive work with German affairs, Pope Pius XI called Pacelli back to 
Rome. In 1929, he became a cardinal and then in 1930 he was named the Vatican’s 
secretary of state. During this time, Cardinal Pacelli played a central role in managing the 
Vatican’s foreign affairs. In particular, he was very involved with exchanges between the 
Vatican and the Italian government in 1939 when Italy declared war on Ethiopia.53  This 
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war was important to the Holy See as it was involved in missionary work in Ethiopia but 
also feared the potential political repercussions if it did not support Mussolini. While at 
first, Pius XI appeared to take a position against the Italian government; he was later 
pressured by Mussolini to show his support.  Here, Cardinal Pacelli witnessed firsthand 
the pressure that Mussolini put on the Vatican.54 This pressure that Mussolini put on the 
Vatican to endorse his actions would continue into the papacy of Pacelli. After serving as 
secretary of state for nine years, Pacelli became Pope Pius XII on March 2, 1939.55 
While Pius XII’s supporters argue that he was unaffected by the Catholic 
Church’s long history of antisemitism, his critics find that he was heavily influenced by 
the antisemitism pervasive in the Vatican. Evidence of Pius’s antisemitism is found in a 
letter he wrote in April 1919 describing the Communist insurrection in Munich: 
…in the midst of all this, a gang of young women, of dubious appearance, Jews 
like the rest of them, hanging around in all the offices with lecherous demeanor 
and suggestive smiles. The boss of this female rabble was Levien’s mistress, a 
young Russian woman, a Jew and a divorcee, who was in charge. And it was to 
her that the nunciature was obliged to pay homage in order to proceed. This 
Levien is a young man, of about thirty or thirty-five, also Russian and a Jew. Pale, 
dirty, with drugged eyes, hoarse voice, vulgar, repulsive, with a face that is both 
intelligent and sly.56 
 
Here Pius makes his antisemitism clear by the way he describes Jews. Daniel Goldhagen 
argues that this letter is not evidence of a “fleeting opinion” but of an “abiding sentiment” 
expressing Pius's anti-Jewish mindset.57 
Despite some accounts cited by defenders showing Pius XII to have been 
sympathetic to the Jews, Michael Phayer explains that this may not have always been the 
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case. He shows the discontinuity in Pius XII’s feelings towards Jews as he states “First 
Pius cried uncontrollably upon hearing that many children and the elderly were among 
those gassed. Then, after the Holocaust, he implied to Jewish leaders that he wanted to 
help them locate hidden children but in fact did nothing. Finally, years later, he saw what 
had happened to Europe’s Jews as a suitable topic for humor.” Phayer explains that Pius 
told Archbishop Muench the following joke in 1956: 
Hitler died and somehow got into heaven. There, he met the Old Testament 
prophet Moses. Hitler apologized to Moses for his treatment of the European 
Jews. Moses replied that such things were forgiven and forgotten here in heaven. 
Hitler was relieved and said to Moses that he always wished to meet him in order 
to ask him an important question. Did Moses set fire to the burning bush? 
 
Muench observed that Pius XII “told me the story with a big laugh”.58 This certainly does 
not sound like a man who was heartbroken about not having been able to do more to save 
the Jews. This “friend to the Jews” as some have called Pius, sounds nothing like a friend 
at all. This joke reflects an incredible indifference to the mass murder of six million Jews.  
However, supporters of Pope Pius XII argue that he was not an antisemite by any 
means and harbored no ill feelings towards the Jews. They cite his actions throughout his 
early life as proof that he was a close ally to Jews. For example, Andrea Tornielli 
explains the long-term friendship that Pius shared with a Jewish man he met in school, 
Guido Mendes: 
… In an article published in The Jerusalem Post a day or two after the death of 
the Pope, on October 10, 1958, Guido Mendes describes his friendship with 
Eugenio Pacelli, how he went to his home, and how Pacelli himself had been to 
Mendes’s home, and asked him for a book by Rabbi Elijah Benamozegh, 
Teologia Dogmatica ed Apologetica, and had read it. In the same article, Mendes 
also reported that later on, when the shameful racial laws were publicly issued in 
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Italy in 1938, the Secretary of State helped the Mendes family leave the 
country…59 
 
According to Tornielli, this demonstrates that Pius XII was not an antisemite.  Pacelli’s 
close relationship with Jewish people began when he was very young revealing his 
immediate compassion and sympathy for them.. He was interested in Jewish literature 
and according to Tornielli, he personally helped to save his Jewish friend who was in 
danger of persecution. This is clear evidence, argues Tornielli, that from an early age Pius 
wished to help the Jews, not hurt them. While he may have been raised in a conservative 
family, Tornielli claims that Pius XII never shared the antisemitism historically found in 
the Catholic Church.60 
Defenders of Pius XII note that there are numerous other examples of his 
interference on behalf of the Jews. An additional example of this is found in a letter he 
addressed to the Apostolic Nuncio in Berlin, Monsignor Cesare Orsenigo, on April 4, 
1933. “In the letter, Pacelli explained that one of the missions of the Holy See was to 
exhibit peace and charity towards all people, no matter which social class or religion they 
belonged to, and asked the Nuncio to intervene in favor of the German Jewish 
community.”61 This is further proof, according to Tornielli, that even before Pius became 
pope he was deeply invested in protecting Jews. Therefore, argues Tornielli, claims that 
Pius was ever influenced by antisemitism in the Vatican or that he was antisemitic 
himself, could not be more false.  
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Pius XII succeeded Pius XI as pope when the latter died on Feb. 10, 1939. Despite 
any antisemitism that may have been present in the church before him, some have argued 
that Pius XI made it clear in his teachings that such hatred was not to be tolerated. In 
1928 he formally decreed that such antisemitism was condemned by the Catholic Church. 
A statement issued by the Vatican’s Holy Office on April 2, 1928 states:  
The Catholic Church has always prayed for the Jewish people, depositories, until 
the coming of Jesus Christ, of the divine promise, regardless of their subsequent 
blindness, or rather, precisely because of it. Moved by that spirit of charity, the 
Apostolic See has protected this same people against unjust vexation, and just as 
it reproves all hatreds and animosities between people, so it especially condemns 
hatred against the people elected by God, a hatred that today is vulgarly called 
‘antisemitism’.62  
 
In analyzing this excerpt, critics are quick to note the offensive remark about Jewish 
“blindness.” Even as the Catholic Church is attempting to make a statement against its 
own antisemitism, insulting and hateful remarks slip through. 
Then again in 1938 Pius XI reiterated a similar message to a group of Belgians 
where he stated: 
Each time I read these words: the sacrifice of our brother Abraham, I cannot 
prevent myself from being profoundly moved. Take note: we call Abraham our 
Patriarch, our Ancestor. Antisemitism is incompatible with this great thought, the 
noble reality which this prayer expresses. Antisemitism is inadmissible; 
spiritually, we are all Semites.63 
 
Supporters of the pope cite this as evidence that antisemitism was strongly condemned by 
the Vatican even before Pius XII became pope. Pius XII’s defenders claim that 
antisemitism was not tolerated during the papacy of Pius XI and it continued to be 
denounced during the papacy of Pius XII.  	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However, critics note that while these portions of Pius XI’s messages from 1928 
and 1938 appear to condemn antisemitism, in actuality they were taken out of context. 
For example, the focus of the 1928 message was not to condemn antisemitism but to 
formally disband the Catholic group, “Friends of Israel”. This group, founded in 1926 by 
Francesca van Leer, a Jewish convert, worked to convert Jews to Catholicism. While this 
was the group’s original mission, it soon became known for its attempt to redefine how 
Catholics treat Jews. The group spread word of this new outlook on Judaism through 
booklets which “dismissed stories of Jewish ritual murder as old wives’ tales, and 
attacked Church support for antisemitic movements”.64 However, the Church quickly 
banned the Jewish-friendly group in 1928 because it “covered up not only (the Jews’) 
defects but also their historic crimes”.65  
This article also blames the “hidden meddling and the undue power thus 
acquired…contrary… to reason and the common good” of the Jews. It goes on to state in 
regards to the Jews, “It is they who have prepared and sometimes even 
unleashed…religious persecution against Catholics and the clergy, and the anti-Christian 
struggle that is the sorry end product of the entire Liberal and Masonic movement”. As 
Susan Zuccotti writes “All the elements of the Church’s traditional position regarding the 
Jews are here. The Jews are in error, and profoundly guilty. Despite being dangerous 
enemies of the Church, they merit charity and attempts at conversion. They must be 
punished for their spiritual offenses but not persecuted for political or nationalistic 
reasons.”66 While the Church claims that it is not antisemitic, it is clear that it was in fact 
thoroughly antisemitic in 1928.  While the Church did occasionally condemn the strictly 	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racial antisemitism of the Nazis, Kertzer asserted that the portion of the 1928 message 
condemning antisemitism was only thrown in as an afterthought because the Church was 
“concerned about the impression that such a draconian move would create outside the 
Catholic world…”67  
In addition, critics argue that supporters of the Pope have given too much weight 
to the previously quoted portion of Pius XI’s 1938 radio broadcast which condemned 
antisemitism. Goldhagen explains that earlier in this message Pius “…affirmed that he 
retained his anti-Semitic view of Jews by stating that Christians had the right to defend 
themselves against Jews but this time he indicated that limits existed to what could be 
done.”  Therefore, Goldhagen asserts that it is inaccurate to view this message as proof of 
Pius’s lack of antisemitism. While Pius XI, did say “spiritually, we are all Semites” he 
did this only after expressing his own antisemitic views.68 
While Pius XI made a number of antisemitic statements throughout his lifetime, 
he eventually wrote an encyclical in an attempt to remedy this. In this text, which would 
become known as the “hidden encyclical”, Pius condemned Nazi antisemitism. 
According to Goldhagen “Pius XI’s Hidden Encyclical made clear that he partly moved 
himself…retaining his belief in the Jews’ guilt but now decrying at least the Germans’ 
particular brand of inhumane treatment of them.”69 However, Pius XI died before the 
encyclical could be published. After his death, the new pope, Pius XII, made sure to keep 
this encyclical hidden. Kertzer argues that this was because Pius XII did not want to 
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offend the Nazis with messages condemning antisemitism as he hoped to rebuild the 
Church’s relationship with Hitler.70 Because of this, Lawson writes: 
It was thus imagined that the discovery of this encyclical may prove active 
collusion with the Nazi regime. Yet when the ‘hidden encyclical’ did come to 
light in the 1990s, all that was revealed was a document that was deeply 
ambivalent about Jews. It condemned Nazi antisemitism but also appeared to 
endorse some sense of the importance of separating Jews from the rest of 
society.71  
 
Critics of Pius XII argue that he prevented the release of this encyclical not only because 
he was an antisemite himself but also because he wanted to keep Hitler as a potential ally.  
 Defenders of the Pope attempt to show his opposition to antisemitism by 
emphasizing his sympathy for the Jews during the war. As an example of this some cite 
Pius XII’s close confidant, Monsignor Domencio Tardini, who described Pius’s 
“…ascetic nature, claiming that he refused to heat his private apartment and that he fasted 
during the war as a kind of personal atonement”. Pius’s empathy was further described by 
Sir d’Arcy Osborne, British minister to the Holy See who described his great distress at 
the “tragic volume of human suffering”.72 These descriptions of Pope Pius XII obviously 
do not prove that Pius XII was not an antisemite. His defenders claim that Pius XII 
encouraged his followers to love and accept others without regard to race or religion as 
he demonstrated in his encyclical The Mystical Body of Christ. However, in this same 
encyclical, Pius is guilty of expressing anti-Jewish sentiments himself.73 In short, Pius 
XII’s defenders claim that he was far from an antisemite and instead was overcome with 
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sympathy for the Jews and all others affected by the horrible tragedies of the Holocaust. 
Yet the evidence they present as exculpatory often turns out to be incriminating.  
While both supporters of the Pope and his critics present convincing arguments, it 
is clear that Pius XII was antisemitic. His antisemitism ranged from his offensive 
descriptions of Jews in his letter from April 1919 to his inaction to help Jews during the 
Holocaust to the appalling joke he told to Archbishop Muench in 1956. While he may 
have been a friend to at least one Jew in his childhood, as his supporters assert, this does 
not erase his later antisemitism. In addition, the sympathy that some have claimed that 
Pius showed for Jews during the Holocaust in letters and speeches is not sufficient 
evidence that he was a friend to the Jews. Pius XII did little to help the Jews during the 
Holocaust and instead laughed at their expense after millions of Jews had been murdered. 
Pius XII was an antisemite.  
Pius XII’s Christmas Message of 1942  
Supporters of Pope Pius XII argue that his Christmas message of 1942 clearly 
condemned the genocide of the Jews. His defenders argue that despite the possibility that 
the Nazis would retaliate against him, the Pope made it clear to the entire world that he 
did not approve of their horrendous actions. Specifically, the pope stated “the hundreds of 
thousands of persons who, without any fault on their own part, sometimes only because 
of their nationality or race, have been consigned to death or to a slow decline.”74  While 
Pius never mentioned the Jews or the Nazis specifically by name, the circumstantial 
evidence clearly indicates to Pius’s defenders that he was condemning the genocide of 
Jews.  	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At the time, many people in Europe and the United States reacted in a positive 
manner towards the Christmas message—although some felt the Pope should have been 
more explicit in condemning the Holocaust. However, even at that time, there was some 
uncertainty as to exactly what the pope was denouncing. Harold Tittmann spoke with 
Pius after the Christmas message and questioned him on the subject. According to Phayer 
“Titman reported to the State Department that he thought Pius was sincere in believing 
that the meaning of his words that referred to atrocities should satisfy those who had been 
urging him to speak out.” Pope Pius was surprised that the general public might not share 
his understanding of the speech. However, he was quick to clear it up as Phayer states 
“The pope then told Tittmann that his words referred to Poles, Jews, and hostages.”75 
While there was undoubtedly some initial uncertainty in regards to Pope Pius XII’s 
message, his intentions were made clear to Tittmann. At any rate, this is what his 
defenders claim. 
The response to Pope Pius XII’s Christmas message was mostly positive in the 
Allied countries. Phayer writes: 
It cannot be denied that in the West opinion about Pius XII’s 1942 Christmas 
address was positive. Although Western diplomats had hoped Pope Pius would 
describe the killing methods used by Germans without necessarily mentioning 
who the killers were, it was understood that he could not do this and still claim 
neutrality. Also, it was generally recognized that the Pope stood at the head of a 
universal church and therefore was in no position to single out wartime Greater 
Germany, a large portion of whose citizens were Catholic, for condemnation.76   
 
Pope Pius XII was head of the Catholic Church and his primary duty was to the Church 
itself. At the beginning of the war, it was uncertain which side would come out 
victorious. In fact, many people originally believed that Germany could not be defeated. 	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So, his defenders often stress, Pius had to be cautious about actively defying the 
Germans. He feared for the church and the Vatican itself. His defenders argue that while 
it is easy to say now that Pius should have been more specific in his condemnation of the 
Nazis, one has to try to understand his position in the early 1940s. He had to be cautious 
both for the safety of his own people and for the Jews as well. This, his defenders argue, 
was the reason that Pius did not speak out sooner as he feared that the Nazis would 
retaliate and kill more people because of his criticism. His defenders claim that he feared 
that Hitler would order more Jews to be killed.77 While he certainly hoped to protect as 
many people as possible, his primary responsibility was to the Catholic Church and he 
fought behind the scenes to protect both the Church and those victimized by the Nazis. 
Therefore, he cautiously waited for the right time to publicly denounce the Nazis. When 
he finally did this in the Christmas message of 1942, there was very little doubt of who 
was to blame for the hundreds of thousands of victims to whom he referred.  At any rate, 
that is what his defenders argue. 
Not only was the Christmas message of 1942 positively accepted by many people 
throughout the world, it also helped influence some to oppose the Nazis. The most 
notable example of this was in the Netherlands. Phayer explains: “When the Dutch 
bishops protested Nazi treatment of Jews they said that they ‘were following a path 
indicated by our Holy Father, the Pope’ specifically quoting from his Christmas address: 
‘The Church would be untrue to herself, ceasing to be a mother, if she turned a deaf ear to 
children’s anguished cries.’”78 Thus, Pius XII’s defenders argue, the Christmas message 
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was not only a condemnation of the slaughter of Jews, it also influenced others to 
challenge the Nazis.  
The defenders of Pius also note that it is unlikely that he intended for this message 
to be his first and only statement against the Nazis. Because of this, Pius XII’s defenders 
argue that it is unfairly harsh to isolate this one message and condemn its inefficiency. 
Michael Phayer states “In fact, to assert that Pope Pius himself intended this to be his one 
and only statement is incorrect. He informed Bishop Konrad Preysing (Berlin) that given 
the right circumstances, he intended to make a more pointed pronouncement than that of 
1942.”79 While the Pope may have intended to speak out more against the Nazis, the 
reality is that he never did. Bishop Preysing fervently urged the Pope to speak out more 
to help the Jews but it was always in vain.80  
Regardless of whether Pius intended to do more to help the Jews at a later date, 
Pius XII’s critics argue that the Christmas message did not sufficiently denounce the 
actions of the Nazis in killing over six million Jews. The Pope had both the means and 
opportunity to speak out against the Holocaust but he failed to do so. In his Christmas 
message of 1942, he already had a great deal of knowledge about the atrocities 
committed by the Nazis. While he may not have completely understood the severity of 
the situation at that time, he had received information from numerous reliable sources 
indicating that the Nazis were systematically killing the Jews of Europe. Pope Pius XII 
knew this and had the opportunity to speak out against it as he made his Christmas 
address in 1942. People all over the world, especially Catholics, were waiting to see how 
the pope would respond to the horrendous crimes of the Nazis. However, he failed to 	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explicitly denounce the genocide that was taking place in the world around him. He never 
mentioned the Jews, the Nazis, or Germany in his address. He simply stated: 
We owe it to the innumerable dead…to the suffering groups of mothers, widows, 
and orphans… to the innumerable exiles… to the hundreds of thousands, who 
without personal guilt, are doomed to death or to a progressive deterioration of 
their condition, sometimes for no other reason than their nationality or descent… 
to the many thousands of noncombatants whom the air war has [harmed).81  
 
This certainly did not qualify as a statement condemning the Nazis or the mass murder of 
millions of Jews. In addition, this frequently quoted portion of the message was followed 
by the Pope’s criticism of civilian casualties in the war. Pius lumped these civilian deaths 
together with the targeted genocide of millions of Jews as if they were of equal 
significance. 
Since Pius made his Christmas address in 1942, people have repeatedly 
questioned the reasoning behind his vague statements. Scholars such as Paul O’Shea have 
concluded that such vagueness was an active choice made by Pius He argues that Pius did 
this because he was blinded by the Catholic Church’s long history of demonizing Jews 
which made it difficult for him to see the Jews as innocent victims in need of his help. 
O’Shea cites many prominent members of the Catholic Church who publically 
denounced other atrocities but never those of the Nazis against the Jews. As an example 
of this, he cites Bishop von Galen as he spoke against National Socialism as well as the 
Euthanasia Program in 1941. While there are some exceptions of Catholics making 
heroic efforts to help the Jews, such actions were never taken by Pius XII. One of the 
major reasons for this was because the Church considered the Jews to be ‘lesser 
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victims’.82 That is, the Church found it hard to feel sympathy for people it had portrayed 
as “Christ-killers” for almost two millennia.  
Daniel Goldhagen argues that perhaps Pius XII’s greatest crime was waiting so 
long to speak out at all. By the time Pius finally made the Christmas Message speech of 
1942, the Nazis had already massacred millions of Jews. He writes:  
They were well on their way to annihilating the three million Jews of Catholic 
Poland. The Einsatzgruppen, the German army and other German units, and the 
Germans’ local auxiliaries had machine-gunned and gassed a good portion of the 
million Jews in the Soviet Union whom they would ultimately kill. With the aid 
of locals, they had also killed most of the Jews of Catholic Lithuania, and of 
Latvia and Estonia, and had begun destroying the Jews of Romania. The German 
army had slaughtered most of the Jews of Serbia. Catholic Slovakia and Catholic 
Croatia had for months been ‘solving’ their ‘Jewish Problem,’ the Slovaks by 
deporting the Jews to their deaths and the Croats by killing them themselves. The 
Germans had begun to annihilate the Jews of greater Germany itself, including 
prewar Austria, and the annexed territory that today is the Czech Republic. With 
their local helpers, they were annihilating the Jews of western Europe, of 
Belgium, France, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. The death factories, with 
their gas chambers and crematoria, had long been consuming their victims day 
after day.83 
 
Pope Pius XII was well aware of the atrocities that the Nazis were committing 
across the globe but he did nothing. It wasn’t until the Christmas message of 1942 that he 
made any mention of any victims at all. After waiting well over a year to make a 
statement on the mass murder of millions of innocent Jews, one would expect Pius to 
have made a more thoughtful and substantive address. Instead Pius briefly mentioned this 
genocide in an over-generalization at the end of a forty-five minute speech, which mostly 
dealt with unrelated issues.84  
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Persecution of Catholics in Poland  
In addition to being criticized for not speaking out against the persecution of the 
Jews, Pius XII has also been criticized for not condemning the Nazi massacre of 
Catholics in Poland after the German invasion of Poland in September 1939.  Pius XII’s 
defenders cite this as further evidence that Pius XII’s silence for the Jews was not due to 
antisemitism as he was also relatively silent about Nazi persecution of Polish Catholics. It 
is estimated that “during the war, some 1.8 million to 1.9 million Catholic Polish civilians 
were killed, including, by one estimate, more than 2,300 men and women of the Church. 
Another 5,400 clergymen, monks, and nuns, not to mention hundreds of thousands of 
Catholic laypersons, were imprisoned.”85 This was, as Michael Phayer has noted “one of 
the greatest persecutions in the Church’s centuries-long history.”86 Therefore, it is 
surprising to many that the Pope was mostly silent throughout this horrendous 
persecution of his own people. At the same time, however, this does suggest that Pius’s 
silence regarding the mass murder of the Jews cannot be attributed to antisemitism alone, 
as he was almost entirely silent to the murder of Polish Catholics as well.87 This appears 
to be among the most plausible arguments presented by Pius XII’s defenders.  
It is important to note that Pius XII did in fact speak of the suffering of the 
Catholic Poles in the wake of the German invasion of September 1939 in his first 
encyclical, entitled Summi Pontificatus, of October 20,1939, Pius said:  
Venerable Brethren, the hour when this Our first Encyclical reaches you is in 
many respects a real "Hour of Darkness" (cf. Saint Luke xxii. 53), in which the 
spirit of violence and of discord brings indescribable suffering on mankind. Do 
We need to give assurance that Our paternal heart is close to all Our children in 
compassionate love, and especially to the afflicted, the oppressed, the persecuted? 	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The nations swept into the tragic whirlpool of war are perhaps as yet only at the 
"beginnings of sorrows" (Saint Matthew xxiv. 8), but even now there reigns in 
thousands of families death and desolation, lamentation and misery. The blood of 
countless human beings, even noncombatants, raises a piteous dirge over a nation 
such as Our dear Poland, which, for its fidelity to the Church, for its services in 
the defense of Christian civilization, written in indelible characters in the annals 
of history, has a right to the generous and brotherly sympathy of the whole world, 
while it awaits, relying on the powerful intercession of Mary, Help of Christians, 
the hour of a resurrection in harmony with the principles of justice and true 
peace.88 
 
In January 1940, a Vatican Radio broadcast stated that large numbers of Poles 
were being forced from their homes “in the depth of one of Europe’s severest winters, on 
principles and by methods that can be described only as brutal.” The broadcast noted that 
“Jews and Poles [were] herded into separate ghettos, hermetically sealed where they 
[faced] starvation while Polish grain [was] shipped to Germany.” But, as Michael Phayer 
observes “this was the last time the Vatican spoke as pointedly and explicitly during the 
war.”89  
Many scholars have argued that fear was the motivating factor behind the Pope’s 
and the Vatican’s subsequent silence regarding the persecution of Poland’s Catholics. His 
supporters note that the Pope feared that any further intervention on his part would only 
cause Hitler to retaliate and cause even more suffering on the part of Poland’s Catholics. 
Susan Zuccotti, who is among Pius XII’s best-known critics, concedes that “the Nazis 
would probably have intensified their persecutions of Catholics in response to a protest.” 
However, Zuccotti also notes that while Pius’s silence in the matter of Catholic Poles 
may have been justified, this was certainly not true of his silence regarding the Jews.90  
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As his defenders claim, it is likely that Pius XII was heavily influenced by fear of 
retaliation. This was apparent when he did not speak out when the Nazis were 
persecuting Catholics in Poland and also when he did not speak out for the Jews. This 
demonstrates that antisemitism, while likely prevalent in the Vatican, was not the sole 
motivating factor behind the Pope’s silence during the Holocaust. 	  
Pius XII’s Role in Attempts to Rescue Jews 
It has been hotly debated whether or not Pius XII was directly involved in rescue 
efforts to save the Jews. His defenders claim he was. This is expressed in a letter that 
President Roosevelt wrote to Myron C. Taylor, his personal representative at the Vatican 
on August 3, 1944. The letter states:  
Please be good enough to convey to His Holiness my warm personal regards and 
the assurance of my desire to cooperate with Him as fully as possible in all 
matters of mutual concern and interest. I should like you to take the occasion to 
express to His Holiness my deeply-felt appreciation of the frequent action which 
the Holy See has taken on its own initiative in its generous and merciful efforts to 
render assistance to the victims of racial and religious persecutions.91 
 
President Roosevelt and Pope Pius XII kept in contact throughout Roosevelt’s terms in 
office as evidenced by their numerous letters of correspondence. Because of this, and 
likely also because of other reports to the President from the Vatican, Roosevelt 
concluded that Pius was of great assistance to those in need. When he refers to “the 
victims of racial and religious persecutions,” it can be interpreted as Pius’s role in helping 
the Jews. Pius XII’s defenders see Roosevelt’s letter as evidence that the Pope directly 
helped Jews. Critics, like Susan Zuccotti, the author of Under His Very Windows: The 
Vatican and the Holocaust in Italy, are not convinced. 	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While his defenders claim that Pius XII did everything in his power to protect 
Jews, they also believe he was very limited in his ability to do so. To begin with, his 
defenders stress, a pope has a very different role in international conflict than do most 
other world leaders.  Because he is head of the Catholic Church, he must maintain the 
official neutrality required of the Vatican. Paul O’Shea explains that this issue made it 
very difficult for Pius XII to make any real rescue efforts to please either side. In 
addition, Pius XII could publicly do little more than instruct others to “accept moral 
responsibility for their actions.”92 Defenders of the Pope argue that this left him with few 
resources to help the Jews.  
However, critics of the Pope argue that such excuses citing the necessity of 
official Vatican neutrality are misguided. The Vatican may have hoped to remain neutral 
in matters of international conflict but it certainly did not have a history of doing so. The 
Catholic Church strongly opposed Communism during the Cold War and made it clear 
that it wholeheartedly supported the West against the Soviet Union.93 Therefore, it is 
inaccurate for supporters to cite Pius’s desire to maintain neutrality as a legitimate excuse 
for his silence. In addition, while the Pope could not force others to listen to him, he did 
have the powerful authority to excommunicate Catholics in opposition to the Church. 
While he exercised this power of excommunication with many Communist Catholics, he 
never did so with Catholics involved in the Holocaust.94   
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There are, Pius XII’s defenders claim, many well-documented sources indicating 
that he was directly involved in saving Jews. Thus Sister Grazia Loparca, who is a 
counselor to the Vatican department in charge of the canonization of saints, writes that 
“the Missionaries of the Immaculate Conception mention in their chronicle as early as 
July 9, 1943 that at the ‘request’ of the Pope, the religious communities had shared their 
food and lodging with the refugees, among them, Jews.”95 Grazia Loparco also refers to a 
“letter from a French rabbi who, on June 22, 1944, thanked the Pope, not only for having 
visited the Pius XI Salesian Institute, which had hidden 70 Jewish boys, but also for what 
he had done for the Italian Jews, in particular in Rome.”96  
 It was clear to many Catholic clergy members that the Pope wished them to 
follow his lead in aiding the Jews.97 Supporters of the Pope argue that he had a major role 
in encouraging the rescue acts led by Catholic bishops, nuns and priests. As an example 
of this, Cardinal Pietro Palazzini clearly stated that “‘the guidelines provided by Pope 
Pius XII were to save human lives, on whatever side they may be.’”98 
 This clearly shows that Pius XII’s instructions to save Jews were not limited to 
baptized Jews as he encouraged the rescue of all people in distress. Palazzini further 
states: 
Under the pressure of events, although so very tragic, men rediscovered the 
Christian message, that is, the sense of reciprocal charity, according to which it is 
a duty to charge oneself with the salvation of others. To rediscover it, one voice 
was often raised among the din of arms: the voice of Pius XII. The refuge offered 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Grazia Loparco, “Session Five A: Pius XII and Hiding in Italy,” in Pius XII and the Holocaust: Current 
State of Research, eds. by David Bankier, Dan Michman, and Iael Nidam-Orvieto, eds. Jerusalem: (Yad 
Vashem, 2012), 122. 
96 Ibid., 125. 
97Ibid. 
98 Susan Zuccotti, “Session Five A: Pius XII and Hiding in Italy,” in Pius XII and the Holocaust: Current 
State of Research, eds. David Bankier, Dan Michman, and Iael Nidam-Orvieto (Jerusalem: Yad Vashem, 
2012), 130. 
	   37 
to so many people would not have been possible without his moral support, which 
was much more than a tacit consent.99  
 
This, the pope’s defenders claim, shows that Pius XII played a significant role in the 
rescue efforts carried out by countless clergymen and women. In fact, Cardinal Pietro 
Palazzini credited Pius’s direct role in the rescue efforts. When Palazzini was awarded 
the title of “Righteous Among the Nations,” he stated: “'The merit is entirely of Pius XII, 
who ordered us to do anything to save the Jews.’”100 According to some, this made it 
clear that Pius XII had a direct role in saving thousands of Jews as they were persecuted 
during the Holocaust.  
Despite some sources in the Catholic Church who state that Pius’s instructions to 
help the Jews played a direct role in successful rescue efforts, Susan Zuccotti explains 
that there is no evidence of this. While some rescuers may have credited their success to 
Pius, there is no evidence that he ever played a direct role in any of these rescues. In 
addition, there is no hard evidence that the Pope ever instructed others to lead such 
efforts. Because of this, Susan Zuccotti concludes that Pius never had any direct role in 
saving the Jews.101  
Pius XII’s defenders claim that his instructions to help the Jews, were not limited 
to helping only those Jews that had been baptized as many have criticized. Pius, himself, 
made his intentions towards unbaptized Jews clear in a letter from April 1943. In this 
letter he “told Preysing that he was doing everything in his power to help Jews, whether 
they had converted or not.”102 Supporters of the Pope cite this as indisputable evidence 
that he did not discriminate between Jews who had converted and those who had not. 	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Pius XII’s defenders claim that he attempted to help as many Jews as he could regardless 
of whether they had been baptized. His critics disagree. Pius XII’s defenders claim that 
this letter is evidence of the Pope’s interest in helping the Jews. However, his critics 
explain that this letter was in response to requests from Bishop Preysing asking the Pope 
to do more to help the Jews. This letter therefore demonstrates that the Pope was 
unwilling to do more to save Jews despite Preysing’s pleas for him to step in on their 
behalf.  
 Despite claims that Pius XII was directly involved in rescue efforts, his critics 
have shown great skepticism regarding the Pope’s involvement. Paul O’Shea describes 
talk of a direct order from Pius to save Jews as “suspicious”. While he acknowledges that 
it is unlikely that the Pope would have instructed Church leaders to do the opposite, he is 
not convinced that this means Pius had any direct role in rescue efforts. The reason for 
his skepticism is that there is absolutely no known written documentation from Pius 
instructing churches to save the Jews.103 Susan Zuccotti also notes this lack of evidence. 
She states “More specific, however, is the question not of papal teachings but of a papal 
order to men and women of the Church to open their doors to the Jews.”104 No such order 
exists and this casts tremendous doubt on the argument that Pius ever issued such an 
order. 
 Further evidence brought up by critics of Pius XII suggests that not only was Pius 
never directly involved in saving the lives of Jews, he completely distanced himself from 
any possible rescue efforts led by other Church members. Paul O’Shea explains that: 
....The Pope used circumspective language in writing to the bishops, and in 
particular to von Preysing: ‘The decisions concerning the Jews [and by that I 	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understand the Pope to mean decisions relating to rescue operations, etc.] were 
best left to the judgment of the local bishops.’ This appears to be the pattern that 
Pacelli followed with the German bishops in particular. This suggests that the 
Pope should not be credited with any rescue efforts led by Catholic bishops. 
Instead, Pius told the bishops to act at their own discretion. Because of this, some 
bishops chose not to rescue the Jews while others chose to do so.105  
 
Rescue efforts were conducted by Catholics such as Cardinal Pietro Palazzini who 
helped hide Jews at the Pontifical Roman Seminary at the Lateran after the Nazis took 
Rome.106 Bishop of Assissi, Giuseppe Placido Nicolini, also took part in Jewish rescue 
efforts and hid important documents and other valuable for the Jews.107 Another 
particularly brave priest, Father Benedetto, was involved in saving many Jews.108  Bishop 
Preysing is another strong example of a Catholic bishop who, without instruction from 
the Pope, helped save many Jews. Preysing urged Pius on numerous occasions to speak 
out against the persecution of Jews but never succeeded in convincing him.109 Despite the 
lack of support from the Pope, many Catholics were successful in saving countless Jews. 
Goldhagen writes: “Even when employing but a small percentage of their tens of 
thousands of churches and religious institutions across Europe, Catholic clergy and nuns 
acting on their own, without support from the Vatican or national church leaderships, 
easily hid tens of thousands of Jews, mainly Jewish children, whom they often baptized 
as Christians.”110 While these rescues were impressively brave and indeed heroic, Pius 
XII’s critics argue, he had no role in such rescue efforts.  
 However, there is a claim from Don Aldo Brunacci, Dean of Assisi, that the Pope 
specifically wrote a letter to Bishop Giuseppe Placido Nicolini in September 1943 asking 	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him to help Jews. Aside from this claim, which many scholars have dismissed due to the 
lack of evidence to support its claims.111  
  Not only was Pius not directly involved in any rescue efforts to save Jews, argue 
his critics, at times he actively worked against such efforts. Susan Zuccotti writes: 
…After the German-Fascist raid on the extraterritorial Vatican property of the 
Papal Basilica of St. Paul Outside-the-Walls in February 1944, when at least one 
fugitive was arrested in clerical garb, the Pope expressed his extreme displeasure 
that laymen and women be permitted to disguise themselves as such. He also 
directed that fugitives in religious houses not be provided with false documents-- 
a directive that, had it been carried out, would have made hiding and rescue 
virtually impossible. At this same time, after the raid on St. Paul, orders went out 
to many Vatican institutions that fugitives hiding there had to leave.112  
 
Pius’s critics further argue that it was converted Jews who received the majority 
of aid from Catholic Churches. They state that it was significantly less likely for 
unconverted Jews to receive help from the Church.113 Even interventions by Pius XII 
regarding anti-Jewish laws only benefited Jews who had converted to Catholicism and   
been baptized.  Zuccotti states: “Closer to home, the new pope immediately found 
himself obliged, as Pius XI had been, to deal with Mussolini on the subject of the anti-
Jewish laws. Like his predecessor, he focused entirely on the needs of Jews who had 
converted, but his actual interventions were even more limited.”114 So, his critics argue, 
one should not speak of Pius XII playing a direct role in saving Jews when he actually 
focused only on those who had converted to Catholicism.  
Sergio Minerbi gives a firsthand account of his own rescue by Catholic priests 
and monks of the Marist Order: 
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At the age of 14 I found refuge at San Leone Magno in Rome. Though I 
understand it now it was only carità critiana (Christian charity), they were trying 
to change my identity and convert me to a Roman Apostolic Catholic. After many 
years--too many years, though fortunately he was still alive--I went to look up the 
head of the institution, Don Alessandro di Pietro. He still had a lively, agile, 
wonderful mind. I asked him: Don Alessandro, you saw the Pope every month as 
the legal representative of the Marists. Did you receive any order, any request, 
any appeal from the Pope to save Jews?’ He said, ‘No.’ Then, understanding he 
was in dire straits, he added, ‘But there was a general example given by the 
Vatican…’115 
 
While there were certainly some rescue efforts by the Catholic Church, this testimony 
suggests that they were not conducted because of a specific order by the Pope. And these 
efforts sometimes involved efforts to convert Jews to Catholicism. 
Rescued Jews were often pressured to convert to Catholicism. The initial 
consequences of this were obvious, individual Jews were going against their own faith 
into another that had persecuted them for centuries. However, this was just one of the 
major issues that were likely to ensue for children who converted to Catholicism after 
being rescued. Jewish children who were baptized after finding shelter in the Church, 
were often not allowed to return to their Jewish parents after the war.116 This was perhaps 
one of the most devastating consequences of the Church pressuring rescued Jews to be 
baptized. It is not surprising that this was met with great outrage. Referring to a request 
from the Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of what was then Palestine, Rabbi Yitzhak Herzog, the 
assistant to the Vatican’s Secretary of State, Monsignor Domenico Tardini, stated-- with 
the approval of Pius XII—on Sept. 5, 1946: 
The Most Eminent Fathers decided that if possible, there should be no response to 
the request of the Grand Rabbi of Jerusalem. In any event, if it’s necessary to say 
something, it should be done orally…Eventually, it will be necessary to 
explain…that children who were baptized cannot be entrusted to institutions that 
can’t guarantee their Christian education. Furthermore, also those children who 	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were not baptized and who no longer have living relatives, having been entrusted 
to the Church who received them, as long as they are not able to decide for 
themselves, they cannot be abandoned by the Church or delivered to parties who 
have no right to them. It would be something else if the children were requested 
by relatives.117 
 
This suggests that Pius XII was more interested in converting Jews than he ever was in 
saving them from the Nazis’ system of mass murder.  
In conclusion, while some have perceived Pius to have helped the Jews, he in fact 
did very little in their defense. The bishops, priests and nuns that did aid Jews during the 
Holocaust were very heroic in their efforts but there is no conclusive evidence that the 
Pope had any role in these acts.   
The Roundup of Rome’s Jews on October 16, 1943 
Critics of Pius XII cite the German roundup of the Jews of Rome as further 
evidence that the Pope did not make any attempts to save the Jews. On October 16, 1943, 
Germans captured 1,259 Jews in Rome and detained them in the Italian Military College 
less than half a mile from Vatican City. On October 18, all but 236 of these Jews were 
sent by train to Auschwitz. Within a week all but 149 men and 47 women had been 
gassed and burned in the camp’s crematoria.”118 Not only do critics of the Pope think that 
he knew of the planned roundup before it occurred, they accuse him of not telling the 
Jews about it and thus letting hundreds of innocent people die.   
Susan Zuccotti explained that Vatican officials were not isolated from outside 
information and it was likely that at least some of them had heard talk of the upcoming 
roundup of Jews in Rome. Sharing this information with members of the Jewish 
community could have made a drastic, life-changing difference for many of these people. 	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A similar roundup had been attempted on October 9th in Ancona, 171 miles northeast of 
Rome, but because the Jews had been warned, many were able to escape or hide before 
the Germans sought to detain them. This attempted roundup occurred just one week 
before the Roman roundup and it was an almost complete failure because so many Jews 
were able to hide before the German police arrived.119   
What enabled the Germans to carry out the roundup in Rome successfully was the 
element of surprise. On September 25th, SS Lieutenant Colonel Herman Keppler, chief of 
the German security police in Rome, received an order to, “arrest and deport all Jews in 
Rome regardless of their nationality, age, and sex”. However, the Germans told the Jews 
of Rome that they would be left alone as long as they gave fifty kilos of gold to the 
Germans. Ugo Foa, who was head of the Jewish Community of Rome, remembers SS 
Lieutenant Colonel Herber Kappler saying “it is not your lives nor those of your children 
we will take, if you fulfill our demand. It is your gold we want to provide new arms for 
our nation. Within thirty-six hours you must bring me fifty kilograms of gold. If you do 
so, nothing bad will happen to you. If you do not, two hundred of you will be taken and 
deported to Germany.”  Foa says that Pius XII offered to lend the Jewish community the 
gold demanded if the community could not collect the amount demanded within thirty-six 
hours. While appreciated, the Jews did not need his help as they were able to come up 
with the gold and bring it to the Germans in time.120 However, the relief that was felt 
after this was only a false sense of security as the Germans had no intention of keeping 
their promise.  
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The Germans were never really interested in the gold that the Jews provided for 
them before the roundup. They just wanted to keep the Jews distracted. For present 
purposes, the crucial point is that Pius XII was well aware of what was happening to the 
Jews of Rome. One has to wonder why he did not try to convince the Germans to change 
their mind. One also wonders why he did not offer to give the Jewish community the fifty 
kilos of gold instead of offering to lend it.121 
In the days leading up to the roundup, the Germans returned several times to clean 
out any remaining valuables left in Jewish homes such as rare books, manuscripts and 
other historical documents.122 This led some Jews to believe that the Germans were only 
after their valuables and did not intend to physically harm them as long as they remained 
cooperative.  
This all changed in the early morning on October 16, 1943. It was a Saturday, the 
Jewish Sabbath. German SS men forced men, women and children from their homes and 
forced them into the detention center less than half a mile from Vatican City. As already 
noted, 1,023 of these Jews were sent to Auschwitz. Only 196 of them were still alive a 
week later.123 One entry in an Auschwitz log dated October 23, 1943 states “RSHA- 
Transport, Jews from Rome. After the selection of 149 men registered with numbers 
158451-158639 and 47 women registered with numbers 66172-66218 have been admitted 
to the detention camp. The rest have been gassed.”124 Only seventeen of the 1,023 Jews 
captured during the Roman roundup on October 16 would return home after the war.125 
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Critics of Pius XII condemn him for not doing everything possible to prevent this 
tragedy. 
The German ambassador to the Vatican, Baron Ernst von Weizsacker, was 
worried about the consequences of a mass deportation of Jews from Rome. So, according 
to the representative of the German ambassador to Italy, Weizsacker informed the 
Vatican of the planned roundup. There are other reports in published Vatican documents 
indicating that the Vatican received a number of other warnings from Germans about the 
planned roundup.126 Had the Pope warned the Jewish community of the fate that awaited 
them, countless lives could have been saved. But he did not.  
Sergio Minerbi recounts a shocking story from the roundup—which occurred 
when he was fourteen years old and hiding from the Germans himself. He explained:  
During the roundup of October 16, the Germans came to deport the family of 
Advocate Foligno at 171 Via Flaminia. A neighbor, a simple Italian lady, came 
out of her apartment, shouting at a German officer: ‘What are you doing? You 
should not take him!’ The German officer answered: ‘Lady, your own Pope said a 
few days ago, when he met our ambassador that if you have to organize the 
deportation of the Jews, do it quickly’.  
 
Minerbi concludes that while there is only circumstantial evidence indicating it, the Pope 
may have had an unwritten deal with the Nazis before the roundup. Minerbi says such a 
deal may have been, “I, Pius XII, will keep silent. You, Germans, finish quickly what you 
have to do and safeguard the neutrality of the Vatican.”127 While there is no hard 
evidence that such a deal took place, it certainly corresponds with what we know about 
the situation in Rome in October,1943. We know that the Vatican was indeed worried 
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that the Germans would invade Vatican City.128 But if there was such a “deal,” it was 
undoubtedly an implicit one rather than an explicit one officially accepted by the Pope.  
While Pius XII’s critics focus on what they see as his inaction during the roundup, 
his defenders see things differently.  Princess Enza Pignatelli Aragona Cortes claims that 
when she told the pope what was happening on the morning of October 16th, he was 
surprised and noted that the Germans had said they would not harm Rome’s Jews after 
receiving the fifty kilos of gold they had demanded.129 This suggests that it was unlikely 
that Pius had advanced notice of the roundup.  
The princess says that Pius XII made a phone call after she told him about the 
roundup. Father Robert Graham, a Jesuit historian who recorded the princess’s story, 
thinks the call was to the Vatican Secretary of State Cardinal Luigi Maglione. At any 
rate, we know that Cardinal Maglione summoned the German ambassador to the Vatican, 
Ernst von Weizsacker to meet with him the day of the roundup, Oct. 16, 1943. Here is 
Cardinal Maglione’s account of the conversation: 
I asked him to intervene in favor of these poor people. I spoke to him as best I 
could in the name of humanity, of Christian charity. 
…I told him simply: Your Excellency, you who have a tender and good 
heart, try to save these many innocent people. It is painful for the Holy Father, 
painful beyond words that here in Rome, under the eyes of the Common Father so 
many people are made to suffer simply because of their particular descent 
[stirpe]… 
The ambassador, after some moments of reflection, asked me: “What 
would the Holy See do if these things continued?” 
I answered: The Holy See would not want to be obliged to express its 
disapproval. 
The ambassador observed: For more than four years I have admired the 
attitude of the Holy See. It has succeeded in guiding the boat between shoals of all 
types and sizes without collisions and, while it may have had greater faith in the 
Allies, it has maintained a perfect equilibrium. I ask myself if, now that the boat is 
about to reach the port, it is appropriate to put everything at risk. I am thinking of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
128 Ibid., 155. 
129 Zuccotti, Under His, 159. 
	   47 
the consequences that a step by the Holy See would provoke….The directives 
come the highest levels… Will Your Eminence leave me free not to report this 
official conversation? 
I replied that I had begged him to intervene appealing to his sentiments of 
humanity. I was leaving it to his judgment whether or not to mention our 
conversation that had been so friendly.130  
 
Pius XII’s defenders cite this account as evidence that he did try to save the Jews of 
Rome rounded up on October 16, 1943. The Pope’s critics note that Secretary of State 
told the German ambassador he did not have to convey his comments to the German 
government if he did not want to.  This was clearly not the vigorous public protest the 
Jews of Rome had hoped for.  
Fear was undoubtedly the main reason for the Pope’s failure to protest the 
roundup publicly. Since even before the war, one of Pius’s greatest fears for the Catholic 
Church was communism. This fear did not vanish during the war and instead it remained 
at the forefront of the Pope’s thoughts. Susan Zuccotti explains of the Pope’s “…long-
standing fear that a papal protest of the Holocaust would endanger or alienate German 
Catholics, weaken the Reich in its stand against the Soviet Union, and destroy the 
possibility that the pope might be called upon as a neutral party to negotiate a peace… ”. 
The Pope also feared a communist uprising in Rome. He wanted to make sure that 
German troops would protect the Vatican if such an uprising occurred—at least until 
Allied forces took over.131  
The Pope also had a more immediate fear. The Vatican was paralyzed by the fear 
that the Germans would invade and take control of and kidnap and deport the Pope.132 
Most scholars now doubt that Hitler ever seriously contemplated doing this, but reports 
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and rumors about this possibility undoubtedly worried the Pope. Dan Kurzman argues 
that “quarters [were] being prepared in Germany for the pope”.133 While the Vatican may 
or may not have had legitimate reason to be so concerned about the possibility of a 
German occupation of the Vatican and the kidnapping and deportation of the Pope, it 
seems likely that this was one reason Pius XII did not protest the roundup of October 16, 
1943 publicly.  
Pius XII’s defenders also claim that he was concerned that any protest on his part 
would only cause more harm to the Jews. The German ambassador to the Holy See, Ernst 
von Weizsacker, told his friend Gerhard Gumpert that “any protest on the part of the pope 
would have as a consequence that the deportations would be carried out in a truly 
complete fashion. I know how our people act in these cases.”134 Therefore, his defenders 
argue, the Pope can hardly be criticized for not speaking out when he had legitimate 
reason to fear that such an outcry would only intensify the persecution of the Jews of 
Rome and all those parts of Italy under German control.  
While the Pope avoided making any direct protests to the Germans, others warned 
the Germans of the Pope’s disapproval. For example, defenders of Pius XII contend that 
on October 16, 1943, Bishop Alois Hudal (the pro-Nazi Austrian rector of the German 
ecclesiastical college at the Church of Santa Maria dell’Anima in Rome), wrote to the 
German Army Commander in Rome, General Rainer Stahel, stating that: 
A high Vatican source in the immediate entourage of the Holy Father has just 
reported to me that the arrests of Jews of Italian nationality began this morning. In 
the interests of the good understanding existing hitherto between the Vatican and 
the High Command of the German Forces… I earnestly request you to order the 
immediate cessation of these arrests in Rome and its environs. I fear that if this is 	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not done the pope will make a public stand against it, which could not fail to serve 
anti-German propaganda as a weapon against us.135  
 
Pius XII’s defenders argue that this letter by Bishop Hudal made it clear that the Pope not 
only disapproved of the Nazis actions in Rome, but that he was prepared to take a public 
stance against them. However, many historians, including some inclined to defend the 
Pope, doubt that Hudal actually wrote this letter or that Pius XII had anything to do with 
it.136  
 No matter who actually wrote the letter signed by Bishop Hudal, the German 
Ambassador to the Holy See, Baron Ernst von Weizsacker endorsed its message in a 
telegram to the German Foreign Ministry on October 17: 
I can confirm the reaction of the Vatican to the removal of Jews from Rome, as 
given by Bishop Hudal…The Curia is dumbfounded, particularly as the action 
took place under the very windows of the pope, as it were. The reaction could 
perhaps be muffled if the Jews were employed on work in Italy itself. 
Circles hostile to us in Rome are turning the action to their own advantage to 
force the Vatican to drop its reserve. It is being said that in French cities, where 
similar things happened, the bishops took up a clear position. The pope, as 
supreme head of the Church and bishop of Rome, could not lag behind them. 
Comparisons are also being made between Pius XI, a much more impulsive 
person, and the present pope.  
 
Some defenders of the Pope cite both the letter signed by Hudal and this telegram from 
Amassador Weizsacker as evidence that Nazi officials were aware that the Pope  was 
outraged by the roundup of the Jews of Rome and that he would not remain silent if such 
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actions were to continue.137 But the fact remains that such actions did continue and the 
Pope did remain silent.138 
Pius XII’s defenders note that on October 25-26, about ten days after the roundup,  
an article criticizing the roundup of the Jews appeared in L’Osservatore Romano, the 
Vatican newspaper that reflected the Pope’s views. The article in question read: 
As is well known, the August Pontiff, after having tried in vain to prevent the 
outbreak of the war… has not for one moment ceased employing all the means in 
His power to alleviate the sufferings that are, in whatever form, the consequence 
of this cruel conflagration.  
With the growth of so much evil, the universally paternal charity of the 
Supreme Pontiff has become, one could say, even more active; it does not pause 
before boundaries of nationality, religion, or descent [stirpe]. This manifold and 
incessant activity of Pius XII has been greatly intensified recently by the 
increased sufferings of so many unfortunate people.139 
 
The Pope’s critics note that this article contains the same kind of vague language he used 
in his Christmas message of 1942. It was clearly not a public protest aimed at saving the 
lives of the Jews rounded up on October 16th. By the time this article appeared in print, 
most of them were dead.140  
Pius XII’s defenders argue that one reason he was afraid to protest the roundup 
publicly was that he feared it would have put those Jews hiding in convents and churches 
in greater danger.141 Susan Zuccotti rejects this argument on the grounds that most of the 
Jews who sought refuge in Catholic institutions did so after the October 16th roundup. 
She argues that a papal protest could have saved the lives of many Jews.142 
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In conclusion, Pius XII had a duty to speak out in support of the Jews. 
Maintianing his silence after being in such close proximity to the roundups further 
illustrates his inaction during the Holocaust. While Pius may have been fearful that 
speaking out would result in retaliation from the Nazis, he had a responsibility to the 
people of Rome and he should have done something to aid the Jews in their time of 
tremendous need.  
Pius XII and the “Ratlines” 
Critics of Pius XII fault not only his inaction during the Holocaust, but also his 
involvement in helping Nazis after the war as well. They claim that he helped major Nazi 
war criminals such as Adolf Eichmann and Franz Stangl escape to Latin America. 
Supporters of Pius XII, on the other hand, insist that the Pope had no role in aiding Nazi 
escape of any kind. It is true that the notorious pro-Nazi Bishop Hudal and some other 
Vatican officials did help Nazi war criminals find safety from prosecution--primarily in 
Latin America.143 Since before the war, Hudal had argued that if the Nazis and Catholics 
worked together, they could eliminate the Communist threat. This is what would 
eventually lead him to work to save Nazi war criminals.144 Critics of the Pope argue that 
Bishop Hudal was carrying out plans of which Pius XII was aware. Pius XII and the rest 
of the Vatican knew of Hudal’s close connections to the Nazis. It was well known that he 
was an avid Nazi supporter and an antisemite. Despite this, the Vatican, and thus 
presumably the Pope, still appointed him head of the Austrian branch of the Pontifical 
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Commission of Assistance which would later be the means by which Hudal would 
orchestrate the Nazi escapes.145  
As evidence that Pius was aware of Hudal’s crimes, critics note that “Monsignor 
Giovanni Montini, an assistant to the Vatican’s Secretary of State, who later became 
Pope Paul VI, one of Pius XII’s closest advisors, knew that Hudal ran the Austrian 
refugee program, knew that fascists of every stripe would flow through it, and knew that 
Bishop Hudal, known in Rome for his over-the-top pro-Nazi views, could and would 
facilitate the escape of war criminals”.146 Despite all of this, Hudal remained in the 
program until 1952, after he had already helped most of the prominent Nazi war 
criminals who had not been caught escape to Latin America.147 It seems unlikely that 
someone as close to the Pope as Monsignor Montini, could know about these things and 
not inform the Pope. Therefore, if the Pope did know about what Hudal was doing, and it 
is hard to believe he did not, the question remains as to why Pius did not remove Hudal 
sooner.  
Not only is it likely that Pius knew that Hudal was helping war criminals escape, 
it is also likely that the Vatican was providing the money needed to make these escapes 
possible. Father Karl Bayer, who ran the German office of the Pontifical Commission of 
Assistance, confirmed that Pius XII provided Bishop Hudal the money required to help 
war criminals escape. He said the money came “in driblets at times but it did come.”148  
Nazi war criminals could not escape without false identification papers and Hudal 
helped them obtain them. He provided them with the identity cards necessary to apply for 
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a passport with the Red Cross. After this, the fugitives could get to Genoa from where 
they would then depart to Argentina. Hudal helped the wanted criminals safely make 
their way to Genoa and obtain the necessary visas to continue their trip to Argentina.149 
Once inside Argentina, priests helped the criminals become settled in the new country.150 
It is estimated that “by the end of 1949 Hudal was receiving from sixty to 100 Germans 
daily in Rome who were helped with tickets and visas to Latin America.”151 Hudal helped 
countless Nazi war criminals escape this way. 
 Such Nazis included Franz Stangl who ran the Nazi concentration camps of 
Sobibor and Treblinka. Working with the Nazis, it is estimated that Stangl was 
responsible for the murder of over a million Jews. Stangl escaped to Brazil with the help 
of Bishop Hudal and was able to find work at a Volkswagen factory.152  
Other Nazi war criminals even publicly thanked the bishop for his aid on their 
behalf. Hans Ulrich Rudel thanked Hudal and the Vatican in his memoirs for helping 
Nazis escape: “Rome became a sanctuary and salvation for many victims of persecution 
after the ‘liberation’. More than a few of our comrades found the path to freedom through 
Rome, because Rome is full of men of goodwill.”153 It was clear to this Nazi fugitive that 
he could not have escaped without the help of the Vatican. He recognized that Hudal 
could not have done this without the Vatican’s help. The direct role that the Vatican 
played in aiding Nazi war criminals to escape was no secret. 
Another heinous Nazi criminal, Adolph Eichmann, was able to escape thanks to 
Bishop Hudal. Eichmann’s role in the Holocaust is well known. He helped coordinate 	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how Jews would be gassed at the death camps.154 Not only did he help organize the 
gassing efforts, he specifically decided which type of poison gas would be the best fit for 
the gas chambers in the death camps.155 He even bragged of his work that “the machinery 
of death worked like clockwork.”156 Rudolf Hoss shed some light on Eichmann’s 
character in his memoir:  
I did, however, always feel ashamed of this weakness of mine after I talked to 
Adolf Eichmann. He explained to me that it was especially the children who have 
to be killed first, because where was the logic in killing a generation of older 
people and leaving alive a generation of young people who can be possible 
avengers of their parents and can constitute a new biological cell for the 
reemerging of this people.157 
 
This truly evil man was able to escape due to efforts by the Vatican. Eichmann spoke out 
in appreciation to the Vatican for its efforts on his behalf. He stated “I recall with deep 
gratitude the aid given to me by Catholic priests in my flight from Europe and decided to 
honor the Catholic faith by becoming an honorary member.”158  
Eichmann was eventually found, tried, and executed for his horrific crimes. After 
Eichmann was captured, Cardinal Antonio Cagiano of Argentina, who had been involved 
in helping war criminals escape, publicly stated, “He came to our fatherland seeking 
forgiveness and oblivion. It doesn’t matter what is name is, Ricardo Klement or Adolf 
Eichmann, our obligation as Christians is to forgive him for what he has done.”159 Some 
would say that Christians were obliged to the millions of Jews murdered by this man and 
others like him. However, the Church only intervened on behalf of the Nazis and not the 
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persecuted Jews. Justice was finally found when despite Cardinal Cagiano’s pleas, 
Eichmann was convicted for his war crimes and sentenced to death.160 
In addition, to his role in helping Nazis escape, Pope Pius XII also worked to 
convince governments in numerous European countries to pardon Nazi war criminals 
after they had been captured. Some of the Nazis for whom Pius XII sought pardons were 
Otto Ohlendorf and Franz Six. Both men had the blood of countless Jews on their hands. 
At his trial, Ohlendorf notably discussed his reasoning behind killing Jewish children. He 
stated “I believe that it is very simple to explain if one starts from the fact this order did 
not only try to achieve security but also a permanent security; for that reason the children 
were people who would grow up and surely, being the children of parents who had been 
killed, they would constitute a danger no smaller than that of the parents”. This man was 
later hanged for his crimes despite the attempted intervention on his behalf by Pius 
XII.161 
Pius XII also worked to obtain pardons for Nazis like Arthur Greisser and Oswald 
Pohl. It is known that Greisser was responsible for the deaths of at least 100,000 Jews and 
Pohl was in charge of Nazi death and labor camps as the chief of the SS Main Office.162 
However, despite their heinous crimes, Pius XII still attempted to save them. In addition, 
between August 1945 and April 1947, Pius XII spoke out at least four different times in 
an attempt to stop the extradition of General Vladimir Kren and General Ante Moskov as 
well as thirteen other Nazi collaborators and criminals.  Because the British 
representative in the Vatican, Sir D’Arcy Osborne, worked with the Pope to do this, the 
Foreign Office in London made it clear to Osborne that such intervention was likely to 	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result in the assumption that Vatican officials were “deliberate protectors of Hitler’s and 
Mussolini’s minions.”163 It was clear to many that Pius XII was far too involved in 
protecting Nazis. 
However, such actions by Pius XII on behalf of horrific Nazi war criminals did 
not stop there. Instead, it has been revealed that bishops were actively involved in 
defending Nazi camp doctors by seeking either acquittals or pardons in court despite their 
horrific crimes. One such Nazi doctor defended by the Vatican was Dr. Hans Kurt Eisele. 
Eisle worked in numerous concentration camps including Natzweiler, Buchenwald, 
Mauthausen, and Dachau where he injected evipan-natrium into the hearts of Jewish men 
and women killing them immediately. It is estimated that Eisele murdered sixty Jews in 
this way on average each week of his work at the camps. In addition, he practiced 
surgeries on Jewish victims without the use of anesthesia. His monstrous crimes resulted 
in a death sentence on May 29, 1946. However, this sentence did not stick. Thanks to 
efforts by the Church, Eisele was able to avoid the death penalty and returned to his 
medical practice. This heinous man was allowed to see patients again and live out the rest 
of his life until his natural death in 1967.164  
However, supporters of Pius XII insist that the Pope should not be held 
responsible for such crimes. They explain that the only substantive connection the Pope 
had to any of the escaped war criminals was through Bishop Hudal. While Hudal was 
once close to the Pope, by the start of World War II, Pius XII disliked him. Because of 
this, Pius XII’s defenders argue, Hudal lost many important connections in the Vatican 
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and he was forced to work on his own.165 Pius XII did appoint Hudal to head the Austrian 
section of the Pontifical Commission of Assistance (for Prisoners and Refugees) but his 
defenders would presumably deny that he intended to help Nazi war criminals escape.166 
Defenders of Pius XII argue that Hudal managed to assist the Nazis with no help from the 
Pope. Because of this, Pius XII should not be held responsible for these actions. There 
remains, however, the troubling fact that Pius XII provided the funds that made Hudal’s 
efforts possible. 
Pius XII eventually fired Hudal as head of the Austrian branch of Pontifical 
Commission of Assistance, although some sources contend that this was because of 
“Allied pressure”.167 This caused Hudal to seek revenge against the Pope and he began to 
spread the word that Pius XII was a heartless pope. He is reported to have provided 
critical information about Pius XII  to playwright Rolf Hochhuth whose 1963 play The 
Deputy brought widespread attention to the charge that the Pope did nothing to help the 
Jews during the Holocaust.168  
Because Pius XII appointed Bishop Hudal, he should be held partly responsible 
for Hudal’s crimes. It is hard to believe that Pius was not aware of Hudal’s actions in 
helping Nazi war criminals escape and it is concerning that he waited so long to finally 
fire Hudal. Even if Pius XII had no knowledge that such crimes were taking place he did 
appoint, Bishop Hudal, who was a well known Nazi supporter. It could not have been a 
great surprise then that someone sympathetic to the Nazis would eventually help them.  
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Conclusion 
It is clear that there is much we still do not know about Pope Pius XII’s role 
during the Holocaust. The Vatican’s refusal to open its archives for the period 1939-1945 
has contributed to suspicions that it has much to hide. Be that as it may, there are some 
things we do know. 
 Pius XII’s greatest fear was the threat of Communism. Michael Phayer, a Catholic 
historian who is quite critical of Pius XII, argues that one of the main reasons he did not 
speak out more against the Nazis is that he hoped to “be the mediator of a peace that 
would separate the Soviets from Western Europe”. He did not want to alienate Nazi 
Germany and eliminate the possibility of being one of the primary arbitrators in finding a 
peaceful solution to the threat of Communism—although he did support a German 
attempt to overthrow Hitler early in the war.169  
Pius XII’s defenders stress that he became obsessed with the threat that 
Communism posed to the Church and he was able to focus on little else because of it. 
Almost three years after the war ended, the French Ambasssador to the Vatican, Jacques 
Maritain, confirmed this as he explained “Pius XII thinks that it is his mission to save the 
western civilization from communism. Thus his head is taken up more and more with 
matters political… One is tempted to say that this attention to the political is too much 
considering the essential role of the church.”170 (Maritain was a prominent Catholic 
theologian who criticized Pius XII for not doing more to protest the Holocaust.) 
The Pope could think of little else as he focused on the danger that Communism 
posed to the longevity of the Church. He feared that it could destroy the Church if not 	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stopped and that it was his job as Pope to make sure that such destruction of the Catholic 
Church could never occur. It is therefore not surprising that Pius XII excommunicated all 
communists from the Catholic Church on July 1, 1949. Pius XII’s critics often point out 
that while he excommunicated all Catholic Communists in 1949, he never 
excommunicated, or even threatened to excommunicate, Catholic Nazis during the 
Holocaust--not even Hitler himself.171  
Instead of being excommunicated, critics of the Pope note that Nazis were often 
welcomed back into the Church after the end of the war. One account tells of the 
welcome received by Gustav Munzberger who operated the gas chambers in Treblinka 
where nearly one million Jews were gassed to death. The churchgoer explained “There 
was a ceremony. After being a Gottglaubiger he was officially received back into the 
Church… Ordinarily, all a Catholic who had become a Gottglaubiger would have to do 
would be to go to confession, receive absolution and then take communion. It is a matter 
of choice whether or not it is also made into a festive occasion.”172 So all Communists 
who were the least bit involved in the Communist Party were excommunicated from the 
Church without question. But Nazis responsible for the deaths of countless Jews were 
allowed back in the Church after a few simple steps.  
Many scholars have attempted to explain why the Pope would excommunicate 
non-murdering Communists but forgive Nazis who had killed millions. In the end, those 
sympathetic to the Pope have concluded that the Pope’s fear of communism played a 
major role in his decision against excommunicating Nazis. Peter Godman explains why 
there was never really any chance of the Pope excommunicating Hitler or other Nazis: 	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The German threat had to be weighed against Italian perils, and both played off 
against the ‘Bolshevik’ menace. The stakes were high in this ‘double game,’ and 
neither Pius XI nor Pius XII was a gambler. So it was that they chose, not once 
but repeatedly, to hide their hands. Despite the malice with which Mussolini 
attempted to stack the Vatican’s pack, the excommunication of Hitler--like much 
else--was never on the cards. 
 
Pius XII wanted to maintain his ties with Germany in hopes that it would be a future ally 
in his battle against Communism. Supporters of Pius XII stress that this was one of the 
main reasons Pius XII did not do more during and after the Holocaust to denounce the 
Nazis.173  
Defenders of the Pope also argue that excommunicating the Nazis would have 
only put more Catholics and Jews in danger. The Nazis were very powerful enemies and 
defenders of Pius explain that any direct challenge on the Pope’s part would have made 
matters far worse. However, critics of Pius XII reject such excuses as to why the Pope did 
not excommunicate the Nazis. While defenders of the Pope argue that excommunicating 
Nazis would have been impossible because the Vatican had to maintain neutrality in such 
situations, there are many arguments against this. The fact that the Pope had no problem 
condemning other acts such as the German invasion of the Netherlands, Luxembourg and 
Belgium demonstrates this flawed logic.174  
In addition, critics of the Pope dismiss the possibility that he didn’t 
excommunicate Nazis for fear of putting the Jews in further danger. The main reason 
being that there is no conclusive evidence that intervention by the Church ever did 
anything but help persecuted Jews.175 Goldhagen explains: 
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The fact is that in those dark years there were still other Christian church leaders 
besides the Danes, including the French Catholic bishops, the Orthodox Bulgarian 
Synod of bishops, and the Greek Orthodox archbishop of Athens, who publically 
denounced the Germans’ eliniationist onslaught against the Jews. There is every 
reason to believe that these ecclesiastical protests helped to save Jews’ lives, and 
no reason to believe that they caused more Jews’ deaths.176  
 However, defenders of the Pope argue against this by citing the Dutch case where 
intervention by the Church did cause the Nazis to retaliate and murder more Jews. In July 
1942, Nazis began to target Dutch Jews, many of whom were converts to Christianity. As 
a result of this, many Christian churches protested and threatened to publically speak out 
against such persecutions. To demonstrate that such opposition would not be tolerated, 
the Nazis “…seized, deported, and murdered Catholics of Jewish heritage.”177 Supporters 
of the Church cite this as a validation of the Pope’s fear that protests against the Nazis 
would only lead to more death. 
However, critics argue that this case is misleading because it implies that the 
Catholic protest was what led the Nazis to murder the converted Jews. Goldhagen 
explains that this was not the case since soon after deporting these Catholics, the 
Germans deported the Dutch Protestants who had converted from Judaism, even though 
the Protestant churches had not publically protested the deportation of the Jews.”178 If the 
Protestant church did not protest, but the Nazis still deported Jewish converts to 
Protestantism, it diminishes the argument that such protests were what led to the 
deportations. However, an equally reliable source, Michael Phayer, explains “After the 
war, Seyss-Inquart claimed that he had deported the Catholic ‘Jews’ in revenge for the 
public protest, and specifically for the fact that the Church protested not only the 
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deportation of baptized Jews but of all Jews.”179 This point supports the assertion that 
there was significant reason to be fearful of Nazi retaliation against protests by the 
Church. Whether the Church’s fear was justified or not, it was a reasonable concern for 
the Pope to have given the ambiguity of the circumstances.   
Despite this, critics of the Pope see no legitimate reason for the Pope to not have 
excommunicated the Nazis. After excommunicating every Communist in the world from 
the Catholic Church in 1949, critics see no reason justifying why Pius XII did not also 
excommunicate the murderous Nazis who were responsible for the deaths of millions of 
Jews.180  Pope Pius XII is perhaps best known, not for the actions that he took as Pope, 
but for his inaction. This debate has become part of the ongoing conflict in the 
relationship between Jews and Catholics, and there are strenuous arguments on both sides 
of the debate. Some have argued that this inaction was due to his disinterest in protecting 
the Jewish people during the Holocaust. Others have argued that his inaction stems from 
his attempt to protect the Catholic Church from similar turmoil. Numerous events during 
the Holocaust have been interpreted and reinterpreted by both sides of the debate in both 
the defense and the prosecution of Pius XII.  
Critics have noted the Catholic Church’s long history of antisemitism. The 
Vatican itself has been criticized for being very antisemitic and the prosecution argued 
that this undoubtedly had a major impact on the pope. Pius XII’s defenders stress his 
close relationship with individual Jews and insist he consistently tried to protect the Jews 
of Europe during the Holocaust. Pius XII heard many pleas from individuals all over the 
world to denounce the Nazis but he refused to take action. While his supporters view this 	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as Pius XII fulfilling his duty as pope to protect the Catholic Church and ensure its 
longevity. His critics, see it as proof of his lack of concern for the Jewish people and as a 
factor that led to the inexcusable death of countless Jews in need of his help. 
I conclude that Pope Pius did not do everything he could have done and should 
have done to save the Jews. The prosecution wins in this regard. However, I disagree that 
antisemitism was the principal or sole motivating factor behind this inaction. Instead, I 
think that the Pope was paralyzed by fear and it was this fear that prevented him from 
condemning the Nazis. The Pope was, as his defenders argue, fearful for the future of the 
Catholic Church. This duty to the Church was his primary responsibility and it is hard to 
find fault with him for focusing on this matter above all others. However, he also had an 
obligation to help the millions of Jews who were being murdered around him. As Pope, 
many people looked to him for guidance in this time of utter chaos and he provided them 
with no feedback as to how to respond to the devastation of the Nazis. Had he been more 
proactive in denouncing the Nazis it is likely that many more Jews would have survived. 
Pope Pius XII was wrong in not doing more to save the Jews. While some Catholics were 
very heroic in their rescue of Jews, there is no hard evidence that Pius XII was 
responsible for this. He had the ability to do more to protect them from the devastating 
blows of the Nazis but he chose not to do so. In conclusion, Pope Pius XII failed the 
Jews.    
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